The push on health care is for economy. The issue before us is how we can reduce cost and maintain appropriate quality of care. Thus far, the shift has been from acute to ambulatory care with less inpatient and more outpatient activity.
Cost effectiveness, however, is not restricted to health care. There is also a dwindling supply of money for education; therefore, innovative ways to deliver health-related educational programs must be found and implemented.
The role of pharmacy in health care is undergoing a major change in the type of service and ways in which service is delivered. For these roles to be supported, the educational process must also adapt so that workers are equipped with appropriate knowledge and skills. Pharmacy technician education is experiencing many of these shifts in direction, such as more formally structured programs, accreditation of programs, attempts to devise a nationally accepted curriculum, and technician certification. Efforts have been made by the Pharmacy Technician Educators Council to provide an outline, as a guide of subject areas and minimum hours of experience for technician training. The American Society of Health-System Pharmacists (ASHP) also is providing guidance through a curriculum project to design a comprehensive curriculum that could be adapted by new programs as they define themselves and by more established programs as they redirect their educational efforts. Some technician training programs, such as on-the-job training, may find that individual pharmacy sites cannot realistically afford to provide training because of limited resources and a lack of capability to do comprehensive instruction. Healthcare institution training may also have a limited future because money is being designated for patient care activities, not education. The shift in program direction will be into community educational institutions such as 2-year technical/community colleges and vocational schools. The programs, especially in 2-year colleges, will likely undergo a strengthening of academics in the area A How is it possible for pharmacists to evaluate the correctness of a prepared product if they have never been involved in the preparation process? of general education. General education will support the technician's ability to function and may also serve as transfer credit to prepharmacy programs, thus providing a ladder to the profession.
Should the pharmacy technician educational process be accredited? Absolutely! Accreditation sets a standard for programs. Accreditation demands quality by setting minimum standards against which the program is evaluated. Because the process is a self-evaluation and a formal review, it identifies program weaknesses and deficiencies as well as strengths. The accreditation process is a stimulus for upgrading aspects of the program that otherwise may be overlooked or pushed aside. Accreditation standards provide direction for instruction and for maintaining currency with technology.Graduates from accredited programs carry the prestige of having met educational standards set by an external regulatory group. The prospective employer can make decisions based on the knowledge that certain standards and competencies have been met. Accreditation provides the prospective student a means of evaluating and selecting a training program.
Some concerns have been voiced about the ASHP being the accreditation organization for pharmacy techni-cian programs, as this organization's main interest is institutional pharmacy. Although initial standards emphasized institutional training, current standards support allinclusive training. ASHP should be commended for their efforts as the first and only organization to step forward with an effort to establish program standards. These efforts have helped programs strengthen academic and experiential training while bringing some order to technician education. Accreditation is voluntary and until there is a mandate, many programs will continue to lag behind. Pharmacy should demand accreditation of technician education and thus ensure that all training meets minimum educational standards.
The role of the pharmacy technician is changing as the role of the pharmacist is changing. Pharmaceutical care, as it is envisioned, will require many activities now controlled by pharmacists to be passed on to technicians. Duties such as preparation and distribution of medications takes place outside patient care/patient contact areas, thus minimizing the role of the pharmacist in the distribution process. Pharmaceutical care dictates much more pharmacist-patient interaction, making pharmacists the drug information experts while technicians are accepting more responsibilities for preparation, distribution, and quality assurance, making them the preparation experts. Although the technician is acquiring most of the technical duties, the ultimate responsibilities for pharmacy function will continue to rest with the pharmacist as supervisor.
Pharmacy education is also undergoing a major shift as colleges initiate PharmD programs that will prepare students to perform entry-level professional skills. These programs are preparing pharmacists for direct patient interaction and intimate involvement in drug therapy programs. Less emphasis and time of instruction are committed to the technical side of delivering pharmacy goods and services while class time is filled with aspects of preparing for pharmaceutical care. This shift will produce pharmacists with no involvement in the technical side of pharmacy. Younger pharmacists graduating from all PharmD programs will have little or no instruction in technical pharmacy. Yet these pharmacists will have the responsibility for all pharmacy-related activities. The question arises concerning how a supervisor supervises the work of others if the supervisor does not know or comprehend the activities of those supervised. Having expert knowledge of drugs does not necessarily mean that pharmacists will immediately know the extent and specific details surrounding the preparation of a specific product. How is it possible for pharmacists to evaluate the correctness of a prepared product if they have never been involved in the preparation process?
Colleges of pharmacy with PharmD programs do not have time and resources to teach technical pharmacy. Pharmacists will be graduating with, at least, a reduced level of exposure to preparation and dispensing. If this is reality, how then might the PharmD and prospective PharmD students acquire comprehension of the technical side of pharmacy, thus preparing them for a role as supervisor of technical personnel?
One approach might be an innovative cooperation between colleges of pharmacy and technician training programs. Technician training programs are specifically designed to teach technical pharmacy. Pharmacy students could learn technical pharmacy in technician programs while also acquiring an understanding of technician capabilities and how to use this valuable resource for the benefit of pharmacy and health care. The pharmacy student would experience this training as a part of their educational program or as a prerequisite to entry. Another approach might be to train the pharmacy student as a technician before entry into the professional program. This would allow the student an opportunity to view the profession as an insider, and should they not be selected for professional training, at the very least a marketable skill has been acquired.
Not all technician training programs have a standard of education that would allow such a cooperative effort. A baseline can be drawn with programs that are accredited. Accreditation has established a standard for programs wanting to demonstrate their educational quality. Accredited programs have proven themselves and could serve as instructional sites for pharmacy students.
There are a number of technician training programs with the right stuff. However, pharmacy has some work to do if it is to bring delivery of goods and services as expected by the patient. A major effort should be to standardize all technical training so pharmacy can move into the 21st century with a knowledgeable, highly skilled, technical work force.
